Space
The space between two people is sometimes active, sometimes stagnant, sometimes
passive, sometimes heavy, sometimes even whimsical if the two people are unsure of each
other's intentions. But space between two people is always individual. Each space is unique. If
one of the people is me, the space is rarely passive. It is tangible.
Sometimes it is pushing on me, making sure I'm at an appropriate and regular distance
away from all parties involved in a casual conversation or protecting me from accidental brushes
of cashiers' hands.
Sometimes the space drags me along, wherever it feels like going. Like when I used to
follow a few steps behind my big sister, up Underhill, turn at the Pickle House, take a right at
Comstock, sneak past the dog fence and past the bush with the hairy frog living in it, cross
Leadora, and then we're there--almost, but not quite, late to school.
"Mary, wait up."
"We're going to be late."
She increased the pace ever so slightly, pulling me along behind her. I used to imagine a
hard, metal pole, roughly 4 feet in length, connecting us to each other. It originated from her
backpack and attached to me at my navel, so whenever she sped up, I felt a lurch dragging me
toward her. It wasn't one of those adjustable height poles though, it was a fixed length, so no
matter how hard I tried to catch up, the distance between us was a measured constant. If I
somehow managed to increase my pace, instead of closing the gap between us, the cold steel
pushed her forward.
Sometimes I wondered if I pushed too hard, would my abdominal muscles be strong
enough to handle the push back? Or would the pole impale me, crushing my internal organs and
leaving me to bleed on the Pickle House sidewalk? Would my impalement break the connection,
leaving Mary free to make it to school on time, without a little sister holding her back? Or would
the distance between us remain as precise as ever? She would be unable to get any closer or
further away from me, despite the unique circumstances. (Sometimes space between two people
has rules that don't make exceptions for special circumstances.) So Mary would have to either
stop and watch me bleed, from roughly 4 feet away, or drag my limp body along behind her the
rest of the way to school.
Last week Mary and I got in an argument while visiting our parents' house. She yelled
that she was leaving, and I yelled that I didn't know why I had come in the first place. We tried to
storm off in our separate ways. But then we couldn't, or at least we didn't. Our dad encouraged us
to sit back down and talk about it. He wanted us to have a heart-to-heart conversation that ended
in a hug. It didn't end in a hug. I've never hugged Mary; you have to be closer together than 4
feet to do that. And hearts can't touch each other from that distance either, so the heart-to-heart
thing my dad was hoping for also didn't happen. But we didn't leave. We didn't get more distant.
We're attached to each other, 4 feet apart.

Perhaps the space between us does not like it when there is a disparity between physical
distance and emotional distance, so it carries us unwittingly to a place where it feels more
balanced. Sometimes I don't feel the space moving me until it has already pushed me right smack
into the pathway of a surprised friend who is exploring a small Italian town at precisely the same
moment, in precisely the same spot that I am exploring.
We nearly collide, and then we laugh, and then we exclaim.
"You're here!"
"I'm here! And you're here!"
"Of all the places we could be, both of us are here!"
There are too many places in the world to name, but here are a few: Dorchester--the street
my eighth grade crush lived on; Chicago--a city I've never been to, but I've heard the pizza is
good; Crienlarich--a tiny train station in the Scottish Highlands; the Wilk--a building where my
parents went on their first date, and also where I eat lunch most days; Charles De Gaulle
International Airport--an uncomfortable place to spend the night; the Pickle House--a house I
always passed on my way to school as a kid, as previously referenced in this essay.
And there is the street in Vernazza where I was standing when I nearly collided with my
friend who was looking for someplace to buy a snack before getting on the train to Florence.
Either of us could have been anywhere in the world (or anywhere in the universe, I
suppose, because lots of things are possible that are not probable.) But both of us were not in any
other place than that cobblestone street built into the rocks on the coast of Italy. It felt surprising,
and yet natural, like waking up on a Saturday morning without an alarm. The space between
good friends is often the most natural space.
One time the space between myself and another person felt unnatural. So it dragged me
2,000 miles across the country on a Friday afternoon. I skipped class, got on a plane, and found
myself in North Carolina.
He picked me up from the airport, wearing a bright yellow shirt with a bunny on it.
"It was double XL in the kid's section," he said. "I bought three of them because I liked it
so much." Then he carelessly grabbed my hand and held it to his face. "Do you think my beard
feels like the bunny on my shirt would feel if it were real?"
"I imagine the bunny would be less scratchy," I said.
I knew he smelled like incense before I got off the plane. I had known he smelled like
incense before I even left my house in Utah seven hours previously, before I had even decided to
go I knew, because he always smells like incense, but it felt nice to smell it instead of just know
it, when he pulled me in for a hug.

The distance between us had shrunk from 2,000 miles to mere millimeters during that
hug. It wasn't a fixed distance kind of space like the kind between my sister and I; it was able to
expand and contract.
Later when I asked him to kiss me, he said that he couldn't. I got on the plane and flew
home. I laid on the floor in my bedroom that night and felt very far away from him. I felt the
contrast of the distance compared to the closeness I had felt with him when I was wrapped in his
hug.
This kind of space is fluid. And it is finite. Space between people doesn't always have to
be finite, you know.
There is an infinite amount of space between myself and my dad's dad, who died nine
years before I was born. I hardly feel this space at all. Isn't it interesting that a space can be as
huge as infinity and a person can feel it not at all? It seems like it would be heavy, seeing as how
big that is. Maybe it's just that I don't recognize it when I feel it. There are so many spaces
around me; I'm not sure which one is the space between he and I.
This is in contrast to the space between myself and my mother, who died seven years
after I was born. This is also an infinitely huge space, but this space is one I recognize. I felt it
grow heavy while I sat on a church pew and closed my eyes just enough to not be able see the
bouquet of flowers that had been placed on the polished wooden casket. I held my hand out and
open and imagined instead of space I could feel something touching my fingers. It felt like cool
air conditioning brushing the open palm of a hand that was not accustomed to being empty. I
closed my hand and stopped trying to feel the space. Now I only try every once in awhile
because I don't want to get lost in the space. Existing inside of the space between two people is
confusing. I've tried to exist in a space before, but it wasn't the space between my mother and I; it
was the space between God and I.
It was not my intention to remain in the space. I had rather hoped to cross it. I didn't get
very far. I don't know what it means to exist inside the space between people; maybe that's why it
didn't work. I don't know what it means, but I still mean it. You can't cross an infinite space. I
can't either. No one can. As far as I can understand it anyway. The best way I have found to treat
these kinds of gaps is by acknowledging them. I like to remind myself of them often. I like to
think as long as there is a gap, if I am on one end of it (and I am usually quite sure that I am),
there must be something on the other end; otherwise it would not be a gap. It would not be a
space between two people, it would just be space.

